An Analysis of Engineering Students’ English Language Needs  by Gözüyeşil, Eda
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  116 ( 2014 )  4182 – 4186 
1877-0428 © 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Education and Research Center.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.01.913 
ScienceDirect
5th World Conference on Educational Sciences -WCES 2013 
An Analysis of Engineering Students’ English Language Needs 
Eda Gözüyeşil a * 
aNigde University, School of Foreign Languages, Nigde 51100, Turkey 
Abstract 
This study investigated the academic English requirements of engineering departments at Nigde University (NU) in Turkey from 
the engineering students’ and academicians’ point of view. Data were collected through questionnaires and interviews in two 
engineering departments, the students of which enroll for one year in the School of Basic English. One of the questionnaires 
prepared in Likert scale having five sections and 53 sub-items was completed by 133 engineering students. The other 
questionnaire, adapted from the needs analysis questionnaire for non-English-background students used at the University of 
Auckland, New Zealand (Gravatt, Richards, and Lewis, 1997), was completed by 246 prep class students. Interviews were 
conducted with 11 academicians. As the primary aim, the study investigated which skill, among reading, writing, speaking and 
listening, has the highest priority for the engineering departments at NU. A secondary aim of the study was to determine the 
importance of specific language tasks and activities related to the skills of reading, writing, listening, and speaking for the 
departments, teaching content area courses 30 percent in English. The analysis of data was based on the interpretations of 
frequencies and percentages. The main results of the study revealed that engineering students primarily need to improve their 
English reading skills in order to do research. In addition to this, engineering students regard speaking skills as very important. 
Based on the results, adjusting the current curriculum in accordance with the needs of students and the expectations of 
academicians is recommended. 
© 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved. 
Selection and peer review under the responsibility of Prof. Dr. Servet Bayram 
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1. Introduction 
The current developments in the field of language teaching have changed the traditional prevailing approach to 
curriculum development in which ‘‘learners were fed an undifferentiated linguistic diet regardless of their 
communicative ends’’ (Nunan 1999:148). 
The focus is now on the learner. The needs, goals and wishes of the learners have to be taken into account to make 
the students reach the intended language level. As is indicated by Nunan (1999:148), ‘‘rather than fitting students to 
courses, courses should be designed to fit students.’’ In other words, no longer are the students expected to fit in the 
curriculum, but the curriculum is prepared according to the language needs of the learners. Therefore, it is important 
to accept the fact that learners should be central to all aspects of language teaching.  
Instead of teaching a language according to what the teachers and administrators think their students’ needs are, it 
is vitally important to include the students into the process of decision making, taking their preferences and wants 
into account. Therefore, a needs analysis is the foremost step which leads to preparing a learner-centred curriculum 
within a learner-centred approach. 
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The needs analysis conducted at the beginning of the programme provides information for the instructors about the 
knowledge and wants of the learners. At the same time, it is an important process to place the learners and assess 
their language skills. Taking the results of the needs analysis into consideration, appropriate teaching materials can 
be developed and teaching approaches can be determined. Tarone and Yule (1989:33) state that teachers and 
administrators should find out learners’ specific aims in learning a language. For example, before the curriculum and 
materials are designed, it must be known beforehand whether the learners are learning the language to get a job, to 
attend international conferences, to have an academic career and so on. 
Hutchinson and Waters (1986:154) state that while conducting a needs analysis, it may be difficult to get the real 
views of learners about a curriculum or an institution. For example, ‘‘they may be unwilling to criticise authority, 
possibly thinking that it might prejudice their assessment, or they might simply be uninterested, feeling that any 
course revision will not help them, but only future learners.’’ In this situation the best starting point for promoting 
helpful and frank feedback is an open and trusting relationship between the teacher and the students. At the same 
time, orientation exercises can be used to get learners accustomed to expressing their views frankly and willingly. 
It may be difficult to determine the aims and expectations of learners, since some of them may have general 
purposes for which they are learning the language while some of them may have specific purposes. Therefore, it is 
possible to end up with a result which reveals that within a group individual aims are quite varied. In this case, a 
teacher may identify these learners’ needs in terms of processes of learning rather than only taking end goals and 
purposes into account (Widdowson 1983:20-21). 
The strength of the needs analysis also depends on the instruments used by the analyst. The instruments, such as 
questionnaires, observations, and meetings, to be used in a needs analysis to collect data have both weaknesses and 
strengths. Because of this reason, while conducting needs analysis, a variety of instruments should be used. This 
will produce a stronger and more valid information gathering process (Brown 1995:52). 
As the primary aim, this study investigated which skill, among reading, writing, speaking and listening, has the 
highest priority for the engineering departments at Nigde University. A secondary aim of the study was to determine 
the importance of specific language tasks and activities related to the skills of reading, writing, listening, and 
speaking for the departments, teaching content area courses 30 percent in English. 
2.Method 
A multi-method approach which involved both quantitative and qualitative research methods was adopted in this 
study. Data were collected through the students’ questionnaires. Moreover, semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with academicians in an attempt to gain more meaningful insights into the situation.  
2.1. Participants 
Some of the participants involved in the study were 133 engineering students in Nigde University; 50,4% of whom 
were from  Electrical and Electronics Engineering and 49,6% of whom were from Mechanical Engineering. Their 
level of English language proficiency ranged from elementary (11%) to upper intermediate (59%). Other 
participants were 246 prep class students, 13% of whom were female and 87 % of whom were male. In addition to 
these, the participants for the semi-structured interviews were also selected randomly. 11 academicians working at 
engineering faculty of the university participated to the interviews. 
2.2. Research Instruments 
Data were collected through questionnaires and interviews in two engineering departments, the students of which 
enroll for one year in the School of Basic English. One of the questionnaires prepared in Likert scale having five 
sections and 53 sub-items was completed by 133 engineering students. The other questionnaire, adapted from the 
needs analysis questionnaire for non-English-background students used at the University of Auckland, New Zealand 
(Gravatt, Richards, and Lewis, 1997), was completed by 246 prep class students. Semi- structured interviews were 
conducted with 11 academicians.  
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2.3. Data Analysis 
The questions of the questionnaires and interviews were analyzed by using SPSS 17.0 version. The data were 
analyzed by using some statistical tests such as, descriptive statistics, multiple response item analysis and reliability 
analysis. 
3. Findings and Results 
The results of the reliability test for the students’ questionnaires were found as α =0,95 (Cronbach’s Coefficient 
Alpha). The results of the inter-item reliability analysis were as follows: 
reading part α =0,82 
listening part α =0,92 
writing part α =0,86 
speaking part α =0,91. 
The findings of the questionnaires and interviews indicated that academicians primarily pointed out “English 
reading and listening” as the most important skills for students’ academic achievement, students emphasized the 
importance of “speaking and listening” (Figure1). 
 
Figure 1. Importance of required language skills for academic achievement from university students’ point of view 
 
According to the results of engineering students’ questionnaire, Table 1 shows the reading skills and strategies the 
students need. As they stated, they need to read for specific information (%49.6) and for main idea (%41.4).The 
ability to “read lecture handouts or textbooks” (38.2%) was also highly valued. Furthermore, the vast majority of the 
participants highly valued practice in terms of “understanding the questions in exams” (45.9%) and “understanding 
the instructions in exams or assignments” (43.5%). Significant percentages were also assigned to “guessing the 
unknown words in a text” (34.6%) and “summarizing a text” (33.1%). 
 
 
Table 1. Percentage of reading skills and strategies which the students often need 
 
 
Reading skill 
 
% 
To read for main idea 41,4 
To read for specific information 49,6 
To summarize a text 33,1 
To guess the unknown words in a text 34,6 
To understand the questions in exams 45,9 
To understand the instructions in exams or assignments 43,5 
To read lecture handouts or textbooks 38,2 
 
Table 2 shows the speaking skills and strategies the engineering students often need. Findings indicate that “oral 
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interpretation of tables / graphs” accumulated 34.1% and “asking questions to lecturers”(32.6%), “giving a 
presentation” (31.8%), and “answering the questions asked in class” (31.8%)  were indicated as the most important 
tasks by the learners, along with the need for speaking in informal daily life situations (29.5%) and “making an 
interview for academic research” (25%). 
 
Table 2. Percentage of speaking skills and strategies which the students often need 
 
 
Speaking skills 
 
% 
to ask  questions to lecturers 32,6 
to answer the questions asked in the lectures 31,8 
to make oral presentation 31,8 
to make an interview for academic research 25,0 
to interpret tables / graphs orally 34,1 
to speak in informal daily life situations 29,5 
 
 
    Table 3 shows the listening skills the students need. Concerning listening skills, the need for “understanding 
the lectures” (45.8%) was established by a significant percentage of the participants. An important percentage of the 
participants indicated the need for “understanding the questions asked by the classmates” (41.5%) and 
“understanding the oral presentation in class” (41.2%). On a similar line understanding “in-class discussions” 
(37.4%) and “daily life situations” (37.7%) received a significant percentage, and “taking notes” gained 35.9%. 
 
Table 3. Percentage of listening skills which the students often need 
 
Listening skills % 
To understand the lectures 45,8 
To take notes 35,9 
To understand the instructions in class 34,4 
To understand the questions asked by classmates during the lectures 41,5 
To understand the in-class discussions 37,4 
To understand the oral presentation in class 41,2 
To understand the daily life situations 37,7 
 
 According to the results of the questionaire conducted with the prep-class students, the students stated that they 
had often difficulties in applying the following skills and strategies related to reading, such as to get the general 
comprehension (43,3%), to understand the main points of text (43,4%), to guess unknown words in a text (40%). 
However, the university instructors stated more strategies that the students had difficulties in using them during the 
lectures. 
Table 4. Percentage of reading skills which the prep-students often have difficulty 
 
Reading skills % 
Understanding the main points of text 43,4 
Reading a text quickly in order to establish a general idea of the content (skimming) 35,0 
Reading a text slowly and carefully in order to understand the details of the text 28,7 
Looking through a text quickly in order to locate specific information (scanning) 35,1 
Guessing unknown words in a text 40,0 
Reading in order to respond critically 33,9 
Understanding a writer's attitude and purpose 43,4 
General comprehension 43,3 
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In addition, while the students noted that they sometimes had difficulties in reading and writing, the university 
instructors pointed out that the students often met with difficulties in these skills. These results called for the 
reconstruction of the materials and methods related to all language skills in The School of Foreign Languages. 
In addition to all these, some other findings were obtained from the interviews. For instance, most of the 
academicians and students pointed out the importance of student initiation in the activities and frequent participation 
in the lessons especially in listening and speaking lessons. The results of other interview items pointed out the need 
for encouraging the students to express their opinions in English and ask questions to the academicians.  
3. Conclusion and Recommendations 
When the overall results are considered, the study shows that reading is reported to be the most important skill 
for content area courses. Therefore, more importance might be given to reading skill in the courses given in prep 
school. Another implication of the study is that content area teachers, regardless of their departments, report 
listening to be as important as the students have thought. A pedagogical implication of this finding is that more 
importance might be given to listening activities, since it is not regarded as very important in the curriculum 
currently being applied in prep school. The language teachers working in the prep program can be informed about 
these outcomes, which can be considered in relation to students carrying out activities in language classes. The prep 
program used as a bridge by students in order to pass to the content area courses can be strengthened only by 
considering the requirements of departments and by reorganizing the curriculum according to the specific needs of 
departments.  
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